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david Channon, with Maria Savva and Lynn P. Nygaard
Editors’ introduction
Doctoral students face multiple threats to their sense of ownership and 
agency  – particularly when carrying out their doctoral work far away 
from the traditional bricks-and-mortar university. Although distance 
programmes and online learning have been promoted as a viable solu-
tion for making doctoral education more accessible, distance studies have 
also augmented many of the challenges faced by doctoral students. These 
include communication and supervision difficulties (Erichsen et al., 2014; 
Roberts and Bandlow, 2018), learning to navigate faculty feedback and 
agendas (Olalere et al., 2014), as well as maintaining mental health and a 
work- life balance (Sverdlik and Hall, 2019; Wisker et al., 2007; Wellington 
and Sikes, 2007). This chapter looks at how distance learning, dislocation 
through multiple job changes and conflicting faculty feedback can present 
unexpected obstacles leading up to the viva. The author shares both the 
emotional and logistical difficulties he faced navigating such obstacles, 
including the implications of ignoring his own intuition amid incon-
sistent feedback from both supervisory and non- supervisory faculty. After 
an unexpected viva outcome that required major revisions, the author 
takes us through his emotional journey while at the same time drawing 
attention to potential gaps in the evaluation of Doctor in Education (EdD) 
criteria. The author’s own voice is supplemented by input from the editors 
(represented by italicised text). This interactive approach aims to high-
light the complexity of the various events, experiences and emotions for 






The context and author
My doctoral journey began in Myanmar in Southeast Asia in 2012 as an 
employee of the British Council. I had lived and worked in Myanmar for 
10 years prior to beginning the Doctorate in Education (EdD), initially as 
an English language tutor. During this period, I completed an MA in citi-
zenship education and successfully concluded the first two years of doc-
toral study. The decision to undertake academic study, as a very mature 
student, was a response to the professional demands of my job, which 
were constantly changing, challenging my abilities as a teacher and 
teacher- trainer. Over a span of five years, my position within the British 
Council would change many times.
Some very significant political developments took place during my 
time in Myanmar that would impact the British Council’s strategy in the 
country and by extension my own professional role. The first elections to 
be held in 20 years took place in 2010, 2012 and 2015, and these marked 
important transition points in the country’s slow progress from a full- 
fledged military dictatorship to a quasi- civilian democracy, in which one- 
third of the seats in parliament were still reserved for unelected members 
of the military junta. Early in my sojourn in Myanmar, I was invited to 
participate in capacity- building courses for key potential influencers in 
the process of political reform such as members of the, then, political 
opposition  – the National League for Democracy  – and later for newly 
released political prisoners. These political education courses were 
designed to raise awareness of current global developments in areas such 
as environment, law and international relations and were being carried 
out under the radar of the authorities. It was a privilege to teach such 
individuals who had suffered so much for their beliefs and whose educa-
tion had been so curtailed. At the same time, I felt some trepidation each 
year when my visa needed to be renewed, anxious that the authorities 
may have gotten wind of these courses. Involvement in their develop-
ment and implementation represented a significant departure from my 
initial professional position as English language tutor.
The British Council, as it had done since colonial independence 
in Myanmar in 1948, ostensibly continued to function as a cultural 
relations organisation and English language provider. However, it is 
fair to say that the opportunity to extend my professional expertise had 
arisen because the British Council had gone beyond its traditional role 
and adopted a more explicitly political stance. These organisational 
decisions had a significant impact on my early research interests, which 
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became focused on the role of the British Council in the political social-
isation of young activists.
Along with a small group of other colleagues, I  set about creating 
curricula capable of raising the awareness of activist students regarding 
current developments in global politics, law and the environment. We also 
developed courses in citizenship education for teachers and interfaith dia-
logue. Finally, through the Chevening Scholarship programme, we were 
able to partner with the UK’s Open University to jointly deliver courses in 
governance and politics and environmental policy. We were able to arrange 
an exposure trip to the UK for a group of 14 activists, which would entail 
meetings with MPs and with civil society organisations. The latter became 
the topic of the Institution Focused Study (IFS) phase of the doctorate.
Over several years, the author invests an enormous amount of time 
and energy in these activities and they are seminal in shaping his research 
interests. The author’s initial choice to gather data from his work site reflects 
both an intrinsic interest that he had developed over time and an external 
circumstance that lends itself to relatively easy data collection. Indeed, most 
choices made by doctoral students involve a combination of intrinsic and 
external factors when it comes to selecting a research focus (Brailsford, 
2010; Wellington and Sikes, 2007), with accessibility to networks having a 
particularly marked influence on research direction (Olalere et al., 2014). 
The author’s initial research choice is firmly rooted in such networks, pro-
viding him with ample resources to draw from.
Positions, orientations, trajectories
A critical turning point in this academic trajectory took place following 
the election of the 2010 government, which expressed its commitment 
to opening up Myanmar’s education system to international scrutiny 
and assistance. At the same time, the installation of a new manage-
ment structure within the British Council offices led to a realignment 
of its strategic priorities away from engagement in political education, 
in which I had invested considerable energy, and toward the wider goal 
of providing teacher training. This culminated in 2014 in a nationwide 
teacher- training project partially funded by the UK’s Department for 
International Development and in partnership with Voluntary Service 
Overseas (Ulla, 2017).
These changing priorities had a considerable influence on my pro-




I was seconded for a year to the English Department of Yangon University 
to conduct teacher training to newly qualified teachers of English. These 
changes coincided with the thesis stage of the doctorate and meant that, 
were I  to continue, I  would need to reorient and refocus my research 
interests to reflect the reality of this new position.
The author’s relocation limits his ability to access data from the 
original research site and, as a result, he must consider changes to his 
research topic. This represents a genuine restriction in the author’s 
agency:  he simply no longer has access to his original source of data, 
and the power to regain this access is outside his scope of control. As a 
result, changes in his research design are shaped by concerns about access 
to networks of data collection (Olalere et  al., 2014). While changes in 
research direction and methodology are common in doctoral work more 
generally (Hunter and Devine, 2016), it is one thing to voluntarily adjust 
research direction based on data analysis or changing interests and quite 
another to have to change research direction because of a sudden inability 
to access a research site. For the author, redirection of his research means 
starting all over again and it is natural to try to salvage whatever he can 
moving forward.
This was, and has proved to be, one of the greatest challenges of 
my doctoral journey. At the same time, an opportunity arose within the 
English department to become involved in curriculum development for 
newly reopened undergraduate courses in English Literature. This related 
strongly to my previous involvement and interest in syllabus design and 
materials writing for political education courses, albeit in a different dis-
cipline, and immediately struck me as a fascinating research topic.
During that first year of the thesis, I also encountered a number of 
books and articles addressing an apparent drift in higher education cur-
ricula away from humanities and towards greater investment in science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) along with technical 
and vocational education. There appeared to be a lack of research on the 
design of higher education curricula, in particular, the role of learning 
aims, graduate attributes, transferable skills and the balance of know-
ledge, skills and dispositions. This gap informed the rationale that lay 
behind the research questions for my thesis. The questions, ‘What influ-
ence is internationalisation having on the process and direction of higher 
education curricular policy in Myanmar?’ and ‘What rationales are in 
evidence?’, aimed to explore how higher education curriculum policy 
in Myanmar was being formulated and put into practice. This included 
the rationales for educational reform that underpinned it and the role 
played by international partnerships. It also aimed to address the wider 
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conceptual debate on the purpose of higher education and whether it 
was aimed too narrowly at employability (Barnett and Coate, 2005).
However, I was experiencing difficulty in getting my thesis pro-
posal approved at my upgrade interview. The upgrade interview 
served as an important milestone in the EdD programme because it 
acknowledged the quality of work I had completed thus far, while also 
allowing me to move ahead to the final stage of my doctoral thesis. 
One reader of the proposal, who was an internal subject matter expert 
in a non- supervisory role, was unclear about the focus of my research. 
He also took issue with the emphasis I  was placing on the so- called 
STEM– humanities divide, which he felt was under- theorised  – par-
ticularly the claims I was making for the role of neoliberalism in the 
squeezing of humanities subjects from the higher education curric-
ulum. I  corresponded with this reader for some time before taking 
the decision to move discussion of this divide to the margins of the 
literature review chapter. The thesis proposal was finally approved, 
and I  was ready to embark on the next stage. While this sharpened 
the focus of the thesis on the main research question regarding inter-
nationalisation of the higher education curriculum, it also served to 
eclipse a key interest and motivation for writing for me.
A second reader from within the department also provided feedback 
on the research proposal which was significantly more positive, stating 
that the research questions were well articulated, that the research itself 
was timely and that the thesis had ‘identified key theoretical debates’. 
My supervisor’s attention at that time was focused more on the organisa-
tion of the thesis, which he felt needed to be redesigned (see below), and 
left it up to me to respond to the first reader’s comments. Triangulating 
between these various arbiters of the thesis was a confusing experience 
and challenged my ability to hold on to a sense of ownership over the dir-
ection of the project.
The author attempts to negotiate and navigate feedback from a chal-
lenging reader who is serving as a gatekeeper. He finds himself in a pre-
dicament whereby moving on to the next stage involves either following 
the reader’s feedback or convincing the reader that his feedback is faulty. 
While much has been written about the importance of quality supervision 
in doctoral studies (Lee, 2019; Wisker et  al., 2007; González- Ocampo 
and Castelló, 2019), including discussion around communities of practice 
for supervisors working with international students at a distance (Wisker 
et al., 2007), there is relatively little that speaks to the influences of non- 






In discussing the practice of educational consulting firms, Steiner- 
Khamsi (2019) notes that the advice and services that are provided often 
have less to do with what the client needs and more to do with what the firm 
can give. This observation may very well hold true for feedback provided to 
doctoral students. If we consider that faculty members come with their own 
specialisation, feedback to students is likely influenced in part by their own 
interests and expertise rather than the intentions of the researcher alone. As 
such, doctoral students may (unwittingly) find themselves trying to navi-
gate their research within the confines of faculty or departmental interests 
or agendas (Olalere et al., 2014). As the author’s narrative continues, we 
see multiple players providing feedback that the author does not always 
agree with. Acquiescing to these suggestions leads to an erosion in his sense 
of ownership.
I decided to approach the research question through an examination 
of the literature on internationalisation in global higher education and 
an analysis of international policy in relation to Myanmar in a policy ana-
lysis chapter. Initially, this became an analysis of policy documentation 
related to an international conference organised by the British Council in 
Myanmar that I attended in 2013. It met with my supervisor’s approval. 
The four words he wrote were ‘This seems very strong’, and, indeed, it 
later proved able to withstand the examiners’ assaults. I  planned to 
extend this analysis to a wider set of internationally recognised reform 
processes and documents, which were aimed at reshaping higher edu-
cation inside Myanmar, thus directly addressing the research question.
Authorship and authenticity
The design of the thesis became unexpectedly more complex when my 
supervisor convinced me that this being a professional doctorate, my 
own involvement in curriculum development in Myanmar should take 
central stage in the thesis. Indeed, the reflection on professional experi-
ence is a central feature of a professional doctorate as opposed to the 
more theoretical, and lengthier, process of the PhD (Zambo et al., 2014). 
Together, we developed the idea that I could re- envision my own involve-
ment in the redesign of the English Literature curriculum as the case 
study of a piece of action research. This would evaluate the practical 
and professional dimensions of the implementation of a cross- national 
partnership in curriculum design at a grassroots departmental level. The 
case study chapter eventually expanded to 13,000 words exploring my 
role in this project and an attempt at a phenomenological treatment of 
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the intercultural dimension of the relationships involved in its imple-
mentation. This initial reorientation marked the start of what became a 
prolonged process of professional reflection on the meaning and defin-
ition of authenticity in the research process.
There were two important implications of the shift from an ana-
lysis of policy documentation to the elaboration of a case study. First, 
although I  could accept that professional reflection was a requirement 
of an EdD, the retrospective reinterpretation of my previous professional 
role as action research felt concocted and inauthentic. Second, I would 
need to add action research and professional reflection to my existing 
methodology of critical discourse and policy analysis. These consider-
ations slowed the process of research and writing.
I struggled to genuinely integrate the different methodological 
approaches I  was using, such as phenomenology and critical realism. 
They appeared to be rooted in quite contrasting theoretical traditions. 
I probably spent far too long attempting some kind of lofty philosophical 
synthesis of these traditions when I could have been collecting valuable 
data. On the other hand, the route through a doctoral thesis is situated 
in a rich and varied landscape of educational ideas, beliefs and practices, 
and I was keen to use the opportunity to explore this wider territory. The 
lesson I  failed to learn was how to balance a purely intellectual desire 
to explore theory with the practical business of actually writing and 
carrying out a research project.
I recall my supervisor being optimistic at the early stages of the 
thesis, even referring to a possibility of a published book. This was in 
contrast to doubts I was having about the focus of the thesis and the 
methodological approach I  should take. Yet I  was keen to believe in 
what he was saying and could believe that it was believable. This was 
partly in deference to his experience and personal affability, but also 
because he was simply stating the requirements of the professional 
doctorate written into the handbook itself. Reflecting critically on this, 
I could have and should have been more proactive in opening up my 
own doubts and hesitations concerning the focus of the thesis during 
supervisory meetings.
The decision to make the main chapter a case study produced the 
dilemma of how to situate a very idiosyncratic piece of action research 
within an analysis of the international higher education policy context in 
Myanmar. It was the beginning of an endeavour, as I now look back, to 
paper over some significant cracks in the research design. I constructed 
an argument for the document analysis as an extended context for the 
case study and nothing more.
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Despite his misgivings and on the basis of his understanding of the 
requirements of a professional doctorate, the author decides to accept his 
supervisor’s suggestions. This represents both a breakdown in communi-
cation in supervision, as well as a continued threat to ownership. A break-
down in communication between student and supervisor is one of several 
negative experiences reported among doctoral students, along with lack 
of response, being too critical, and territoriality and an unwillingness to 
stand up for students (Hunter and Devine, 2016). Communication, how-
ever, is a two- way street and requires students to express their own concerns. 
Some may remain silent out of respect for their supervisor; others may 
fear repercussions. The author’s story suggests, however, that whatever the 
reason for remaining silent, acquiescence on the part of the student may lead 
to greater problems down the line because the responsibility for the thesis 
ultimately rests on the student. A  student’s ability and willingness to act 
independently from supervisors is an important characteristic of success 
identified among doctoral students (McAlpine et  al., 2009; Roberts and 
Bandlow, 2018). While the role of the supervisor is to provide guidance and 
feedback, it is the individual student who is ultimately responsible for the 
contents and design of the thesis. Blended programmes have typically been 
better at communicating this (as measured by student satisfaction) than 
programmes delivered completely at a distance (Erichsen et al., 2014).
Dislocation and distance
I had seriously underestimated how long the thesis stage would last. 
Changes in organisational strategic trajectories, mirroring the opening 
up of new opportunities for international educational partnerships 
occurring at a national level, had profound repercussions on my pro-
fessional position. As a result, within a year, I  was being interviewed 
for a new post as manager on a nationwide teacher- training project in 
Myanmar that would take me away from the English department and 
the university, which represented a valuable source of easily obtainable, 
first- hand data. Indeed, before I left, I carried out face- to- face interviews 
with several heads of department, although these were never included in 
the final thesis.
At that juncture, the infrastructure guaranteeing internet and 
mobile services in Myanmar was still in its infancy and under strict gov-
ernment control. This meant that I  could not be sure of being able to 
gather good quality data at a distance. In addition, research in Myanmar 
has traditionally been viewed with suspicion by the authorities, and the 
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diplomatic etiquette involved in negotiating interviews with members of 
staff was more conveniently carried out on the ground.
The cultural norms surrounding freedom of expression in regions of 
Southeast Asia are similar to some countries in the Arab Gulf Region in that 
embedded within the culture is a wariness surrounding any participation in 
research that involves a permanent record (Jones and Smith, 2002; Killawi 
et al., 2014). In Southeast Asia, for example, there are a number of surveil-
lance states that have pervasive internal security measures implemented to 
monitor citizens (Jones and Smith, 2002). It is for this reason that digital 
recording, signatures and the like are viewed suspiciously by locals. Given 
this reality, it is possible that the informants may not have spoken freely in 
the interviews that were gathered at a distance – a key concern of the author.
A further dislocation occurred a year later when my position as 
project manager became, for a variety of reasons, untenable, and I made 
the difficult decision to leave Myanmar and return to the UK. I searched 
for and found a position as a teaching fellow at a leafy university in the 
south- east of England. Completing a doctorate while working full- time 
was a challenge I had become used to. Combining study with relocation 
and settling into a very new position at a UK university added another 
layer of complexity and of further distance, physical and psychological, 
from the research site. The final iteration of the thesis was produced far 
from the steamy flux of Myanmar in the quiet woodlands of Surrey.
The unlocking of the internet and of mobile technology from gov-
ernment control in 2014 meant that I could carry out online interviews 
with staff and students at Yangon University and these formed the back-
bone of the evidence I used to argue for the case study as a successful 
example of a cross- national partnership. However, these interviews 
carried out using social media could not entirely substitute for the face- 
to- face interviews I  would have carried out if this had been a genuine 
piece of in situ insider action research as the thesis purported it to be.
The issue of distance also became problematic when I  attempted 
to reflect on and tried to evaluate my own professional role in the case 
study. There were two issues. First, the interpretation of this role as action 
researcher was an invention that suited the requirements of the thesis, 
but which distorted my actual role as a teacher- trainer. Second, the focus 
of the case study on the nature of my professional relationships with local 
staff in the development of a new curriculum demanded a psychological, 
phenomenological proximity that was very difficult to achieve at a 
distance – and yet had found its way into my methodological menagerie.
The relationship between the policy analysis chapter and the case 
study remained problematic in my mind, and yet my supervisor and 
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internal reader, prior to the viva, concurred that the thesis was ‘very 
strong’ and ‘almost over the line’. At the same time, the internal reader 
commented that the topics in the thesis as a whole ranged very widely 
and recommended that I  focus more specifically on mutuality in peda-
gogy and partnership, a concept that I had begun to explore in the final 
chapter. He suggested I highlight this concept in chapter headings and 
subheadings and even in the title itself. The apparent ambiguity in the 
feedback I received prior to the viva was unsettling. It hinted at a lack of 
focus or cohesion at the heart of the thesis which remained a source of 
anxiety for me but which I was unwilling to share.
Despite my continuing doubts concerning the connection between 
the case study chapter and the policy analysis chapter, I  accepted the 
comments and suggestions of the internal reader, a renowned expert in 
the field of curriculum, whose works had inspired my early interest in the 
subject. I determined that the weight of the feedback was positive, even 
effusive. The possibility of a successful outcome was being dangled tan-
talisingly before me, and I was inclined to accept the suggestions being 
made and to plough forward. Nevertheless, as was later proven, I should 
have been truer to my own doubts and articulated them more proactively.
I made the suggested changes, although my supervisor advised 
against changing the title itself. A mock viva was arranged. I prepared 
a PowerPoint presentation and made sure to highlight mutuality. No 
suggestion that there was anything fundamentally wrong with the thesis 
was made. By this time, the case study had become something of a cari-
cature, concocted from the fragments of an experience I felt increasingly 
alienated from. It masqueraded as action research, but the curriculum 
initiative had existed, in the manner of a Russian doll, as a project within 
a project, and represented nothing other than a small- scale experiment 
in collaborative curriculum making. The inflation of the concept of mutu-
ality, suggested by the internal reader, was also making me uneasy, as it 
seemed exaggerated. The niche nature of the case study was exposed, 
rather aggressively I  would suggest, during the viva. The examiners 
questioned the relevance of the case study to the research question and 
contrasted this with the policy analysis chapter, which they felt was more 
pertinent and should have been expanded.
The viva defence
The viva is a process that takes place behind closed doors and, as a result, 
issues of fairness and transparency have come under increasing scrutiny 
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(Park, 2003; Tinkler and Jackson, 2002). Trafford and Leshem (2002) 
describe the logistics of the viva in a British setting:  Two examiners (one 
internal and one external to the institution) read the thesis and provide 
independent written reports to the university. The university then provides 
copies of the reports to each examiner, a chair and the student’s super-
visor. Guidelines for the viva are also provided to examiners at this time. 
At an EdD viva, the doctoral candidate is allowed to give a short presenta-
tion highlighting the key aspects of the thesis and is then expected to defend 
their work by fielding questions from the two examiners. The chair is there 
to coordinate the viva in an administrative role, and the supervisor is per-
mitted to attend but only in an observing role. It is the two examiners who 
ultimately determine whether a student will be awarded the title of doctor.
Facing the internal examiner, arguably the foremost expert on 
Burmese education, felt suddenly rather terrifying. The presentation 
felt over- rehearsed and awkward, and I  could sense impatience from 
my audience. When the questions came, I was taken by surprise by their 
inquisitorial nature:  ‘Why did you think you could ...?’ comes to mind, 
and the negative judgement it implied made me feel extremely unsettled. 
It was not only the questions, but also the manner in which they were 
asked that seemed to push me further and further into a corner. The har-
anguing, ‘Tell me what your contribution is’, still haunts the edges of my 
dreams. The external examiner was altogether more diffident and seemed 
to defer, in the main, to his colleague. However, he, too, was dismissive 
of some of the claims I had voiced regarding the growing dominance of 
STEM and the squeezing of humanities in higher education. Possibly the 
most confusing question was why I had not drawn on the wider Myanmar 
policy literature for the analysis. I was tempted to say ‘but that’s precisely 
what I was intending to do, until ...’, but by then it was too late.
The judgement when it came was that the two main chapters were 
not aligned, and that one of them needed to go. The indication was that 
the one to go should be the main  chapter – the case study. In other words, 
major changes to be made over the course of a year. I have always felt 
that this was an accurate assessment of the work I  presented. Indeed, 
it clarified my own doubts concerning the thesis and provided a clear 
set of guidelines for restructuring it. The examiners launched them-
selves upon the tray of sandwiches while I felt a weight drop, not of relief 
but of shock and betrayal. I somehow managed to thank them for their 
time and wriggled free of the room. Immediately following the viva, 
my supervisor’s only response seemed to be humorous surprise at how 
subjective and idiosyncratic opinions could be, although he did admit 
that the examiner had been particularly challenging in this case. It is 
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disappointing, but you can rise to it and resubmit in a few months – or 
words to that effect  – were what I  walked away with. I  would have to 
rewrite, as I then appraised it, as much as half the thesis. Not something 
that could be done in months given my current workload. An avalanche 
is how I would later refer to the emotion.
Wallace (2003) notes that it is not unusual for doctoral candidates 
to have negative feelings about the viva even when successful. Her research 
found that successful candidates who reported feeling a sense of achievement 
tended to employ metaphors or similes of sporting competitions or debate. 
In contrast, successful candidates who reported negative feelings after a 
viva often deployed imagery relating to interrogation or imprisonment 
(Wallace, 2003). In this regard, the avalanche metaphor used by the author 
is of special interest. Whether the metaphor is reflective of the viva or the 
doctoral journey more broadly is unclear. The viva defence, more generally, 
remains an extremely draining and anxiety inducing experience. Trafford 
and Leshem (2002) identify three variables in a successful defence:  (1) 
explicit scholarship appropriate to the subject area; (2) personal resilience; 
and (3)  interpersonal awareness. In the case of personal resilience, confi-
dence in responding to questions, engaging the examiners at any level of 
questioning and the ability to deflect or reject inappropriate questions are 
key components (Trafford and Leshem, 2002).
Contrasting with successful vivas, Mullins and Kiley (2002) conducted 
interviews with 30 experienced examiners and found that the most common 
characteristics of a ‘poor’ thesis were lack of coherence, lack of understanding 
of the theory, lack of confidence, researching the wrong problem, mixed or 
confused methodological perspectives, or work that is not original. Applying 
these characteristics to the author’s plight, we see a chronic struggle with 
the coherence of the thesis, including challenges associated with conflicting 
theoretical/ methodological positions. These difficulties all came together to 
affect the author’s confidence on the day of the viva.
Climbing out of the avalanche: coping with major 
revisions
I fell into something of a depression following the viva and found it 
hard to concentrate, going over and over in my mind the things that had 
been said, the guidance I had been given, my own understanding of the 
differences between a professional doctorate and what I was now being 
asked to write, which was much more like a mini- PhD. When I happened 
to meet the internal reader at a conference some weeks after the viva, he 
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was surprised to hear that I had not passed and alluded to the possibility 
that examiners may not always fully appreciate the differences between 
professional doctorates and PhDs. This simply added to the feeling of 
confusion I was experiencing. The emotional impact of such an experi-
ence has been variously described as demoralising or even traumatic.
Feelings of depression are especially common among doctoral 
students (Ali et  al., 2007). Reasons for this include thesis difficul-
ties, adviser issues, isolation and/ or financial stress (Ali et  al., 2007; 
Delamont, et al., 1997; Wisker et al., 2007). For the author, the viva out-
come was a disturbing event for two reasons. Firstly, he was required to 
make major revisions at a time when his professional responsibilities were 
demanding. Secondly, and perhaps more disturbing, he realised that the 
requested revisions were in line with what he felt to be true all along but 
hesitated to act on.
The instructions I was given for rewriting the thesis would entail 
deleting any references to the relational, intercultural dimensions of the 
project. The recently highlighted concept of mutuality was consistently 
ignored throughout the viva. The interview data I had rather painstak-
ingly gathered over weeks of online conversations with former staff and 
students at the university was deemed irrelevant. Any mention of phe-
nomenology was to be avoided, and the key requirement of the EdD for 
professional reflection was downplayed or marginalised.
Although I had written quite extensively on issues of inequality and 
intercultural understanding, the examiner seemed to find the case study 
too simplistic and lacking sufficient critical reflection on my own role in 
the process. More than that, it was of no general significance and had no 
relevance to the wider processes and rationales for internationalisation 
that were, supposedly, the main focus of the thesis. The removal of these 
voices in the rewritten thesis and their replacement by an extended crit-
ical analysis of policy documents represents for me a diminution of own-
ership and thus of authenticity.
The humanities– STEM debate received very little response from 
the internal examiner who asked that I concentrate instead on analysing 
national and international higher education policy in Myanmar and on 
unearthing the priorities of international partners as I had begun to do 
in the policy analysis chapter. These excisions invoked a further sense of 
losing ownership of the thesis and I decided, provisionally, to give up on 
it. I  took a holiday in South America and for a few months submerged 
myself in life and in work. I then came across 3,000 words I had written, 
prior to my supervisor’s instruction to focus on the case study, analysing 
one of the key policy documents the examiner had specifically criticised 
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me for ignoring! It was something to hold on to and try to develop. 
I immersed myself gradually in the rewriting.
Having spent up to a year writing the case study, I was unwilling 
to remove the case study chapter in its entirety. Reflecting more deeply 
on the curriculum project, its representation as a case study changed 
for me. Interviews with teachers showed how effectively the project had 
been able to engage them in the process of curriculum design. The inter-
view data also gave expression to the voices of students who had direct 
experience with the new curriculum. These voices I  thought, perhaps 
naively, provided evidence for the success of the changes we had made. 
As I reviewed the literature on mutuality, I determined that it had been 
a genuine feature of the project. What had initially felt concocted and 
inauthentic gradually became more real. I resolved to keep the chapter 
and approached my supervisor with this in mind. He concurred that it 
was integral to the EdD and needed to remain, albeit in an attenuated 
form. The key challenge was to link the case study more closely to the 
extended policy analysis chapter.
Unlike the process leading up to the viva, the author made a signifi-
cant shift in his approach. He has now taken full ownership of his work. His 
decision to reject certain changes to the thesis, such as the removal of the 
case study, is notable because it runs parallel to what Trafford and Leshem 
(2002) refer to as the ability to deflect or reject inappropriate questions in 
their description of personal persistence (one of the variables identified as 
central to a successful viva). These actions are also indicative of an ability to 
take initiative, an important characteristic for doctoral students (McAlpine 
et al., 2009).
I was finally able to establish a more substantive link between these 
chapters through understanding that the curriculum project had allowed 
teachers to become directly involved in the then dominant discourses of 
autonomy and quality I  had extracted from the Myanmar higher edu-
cation policy literature. Involvement in curriculum making had been 
empowering, giving teachers an opportunity to decide on a new set of 
learning aims and on new pedagogical approaches to teaching and 
assessment.
To return to the earlier metaphor, it felt like climbing out of the 
avalanche and clawing my way up and out metre- by- metre, word- by- 
word. A  daily dissection of key documents and Skype interviews with 
international partners in Myanmar higher education gave me a renewed 
focus on the case study and its links to the wider policy context. During 
the rewriting, I  continued to trace more substantial links between 
the abstraction of the document analyses and this reflective account. 
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Whether this would constitute a worthy contribution to knowledge had 
yet to be proved. The metaphor moved to the courtroom, and all I could 
do was wait for the jury’s decision. Regardless of the result, it felt good to 
have re- engaged and to have exercised my best efforts to create a worth-
while project.
Post- operative
One year later and the thesis was rewritten and resubmitted. My super-
visor continued to provide feedback at points throughout the year; how-
ever, I had to take a more proactive role in steering the process of revision. 
This process of re- visioning worked as an antidote to the ambiguity of 
supervision and examination I had experienced. I was able to reclaim a 
modicum of authenticity as I reflected more deeply on the implications of 
the small case study for the wider process of international higher educa-
tional reform in Myanmar. I carried out more interviews, this time with 
heads of international organisations in Myanmar, and these did find their 
way into the thesis, although in the final feedback they were criticised as 
being largely irrelevant.
The days shortened and lengthened. The submission deadline 
came into view. Alongside the resubmitted thesis with its new sections 
highlighted in blue, I had to submit a final cover letter addressed to the 
examiners  – a form of written defence, describing in detail how I  had 
responded to their comments. My supervisor showed me an example. 
The polite etiquette was at odds with my anxiety and anger at the manner 
with which the viva had been conducted. Yet, being so close to the end 
I chose to jump the final hoop. Hoop jumping is a commonly used meta-
phor to describe a developmental process that has somehow become 
mechanical. The key requisite was to satisfy the examiners’ comments. 
At the same time, I  still had doubts that they clearly understood the 
requirements of a professional doctorate as compared to a PhD. Thus, 
I  inserted a short extract from the EdD handbook into the final cover 
letter, detailing the necessity for professional reflection. Not an easy 
decision to make, as it was potentially embarrassing for the examiners. 
However, my supervisor agreed, adamant that to satisfy the requirements 
of an EdD, the case study as an example of professional reflection, albeit 
in an attenuated form, should remain. Submission complete.
A few weeks later an email arrived from my supervisor headed 
‘congratulations’. Yet, despite my initial disbelief, sense of relief, excite-




was able to pass and that the case study now met with their approval, 
would still like a further clarification of its contribution to knowledge; 
a ‘coda’ was how my supervisor described this 1,500 word extension 
to the conclusion. In other words, I  had to contend with both major 
and minor  – I  would like to say heart surgery because, at times, it felt 
like that  – corrections. Nevertheless, a weight had been lifted; I  could 
enjoy the process of writing once more and was able to unearth fresh 
connections between the chapters.
Being there counts
The viva examination remains a source of anxiety and humiliation for 
me. I  am glad to have survived and continued my studies, but it has 
opened a wound. Looking back over the thesis and the landscape of ideas 
I  have encountered, the views were expansive and detailed, and the 
path scored with tiny trails leading into the surrounding academic land-
scape – places where I became lost or entangled. In the literature review 
chapter, my fascination with the STEM– humanities divide was difficult 
to reconcile with the evolving focus on internationalisation. In the meth-
odology chapter I became ensnared in a complex philosophical debate 
on the respective merits of critical realism and phenomenology. The ori-
ginally submitted case study had expanded to include a wide assortment 
of topics. It incorporated pedagogical methods that included techniques 
for creating a more interactive classroom. It explored the role of graduate 
attributes in curriculum design, mutuality in international educational 
partnerships and an analysis of a professional cross- national partnership. 
It also touched upon mentoring, as well as citizenship and its relation 
to literature teaching. These assorted topics were hard to reconcile but 
nevertheless allowed me to discover more of the surrounding academic 
territory. I have not given up the belief that one can undertake a course 
of study in order to learn.
Looking back now as a supervisor of graduate students myself, I am 
well aware of the need to frame a clear and focused research question 
from the outset. I  was unable to follow my own advice and the thesis 
surveyed a plethora of theories and methods of research. As a learning 
experience this was ultimately enriching, but it also served to obscure 
the purpose of the research and complicated the process of writing. I also 
felt that my supervisor had lost interest in the thesis; while continuing 
to provide guidance, often purely stylistic, there was no sense of curi-
osity or excitement, no questions beyond the generic. The internal reader 
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was ambiguous in his comments – seeming to enjoy the range of subjects 
I had covered but recommending that I focus on the idea of mutuality.
I could have taken a different approach. I  could have been more 
proactive in searching out sources of feedback other than my supervisor 
and latterly the internal reader and examiners. I would have appreciated 
more input at the early formative phase. Indeed, the writing of the thesis 
was, in general, an isolating experience, one that entailed a shifting 
sense of ownership. I took seriously the advice of the readers of the thesis 
at the various stages, positioning myself in the role of a student rather 
than a fully fledged researcher. I deferred too easily perhaps to their pro-
fessional status and experience. A more fitting analogy for me, however, 
is a card game in which the players are playing by different rules. That the 
examiners explicitly asked for the removal of the case study chapter, with 
its attendant reflection on professional experience, and its replacement 
by pure policy analysis, proves to me that they had failed to understand a 
fundamental difference between the demands of a professional doctorate 
and a PhD. To be fair, only at a later stage did I myself become acutely 
aware of this difference and otherwise would have continued on the path 
of policy analysis so beloved of the examiners.
On the other hand, I could not easily have prevented or circumvented 
the transitions between professional positions and the spatial distance 
and dislocation from the research site that resulted. I am able to construct 
these transitions as critical incidents (Cunningham, 2008; Halquist and 
Musanti, 2010; Wellington and Sikes, 2007) by describing their effect in 
disorienting/ orienting my research interests and trajectory. Dislocation 
from the research site influenced the access to and the quality of the data 
I was able to obtain but more importantly it removed a personal and pro-
fessional sense of involvement and participation in the research. Being 
there counts.
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